you're writing about and you'll see that you're wasting your time. The world is, well…it's just absurd." (Dylan quoted in Scumacher 1996: 83) .
Fellow folk singer and friend Dave Van Ronk has observed that Ochs' early hero-worshipping of Dylan constricted him and contributed eventually to a process of disillusionment and decline. 5 (Van Ronk 2005: 207) . Interestingly, Van Ronk shared Dylan's skepticism about some of Ochs' songwriting, seeing it as too much of its time, too indebted to the news of the day: "it always struck me as a tragedy that so much of Phil's material became dated so quickly". 6 This, I would argue, along with Michael Schumacher, is short-sighted as Ochs was a clever crafter of songs who was able to make the politically immediate story into one of much larger consequence, one which still has significance fifty years later. 7 Van Ronk does acknowledge that "at its best, there was a deftness to his writing that went beyond straight journalism". 8 Yet, he saw it as a "shame" that "he would never sacrifice what he felt to be the truth for a good line". If he had been able to do so, "he would have come up with more good lines". 9 I would argue, to the contrary, that his truth-telling and his poetry combined, in the main, to produce songs of lasting quality. This song is, to be sure, historically specific and yet the paradoxical reference to "the free world"
gives it historical depth. To suggest that songs like "William Worthy" are not only of their time but also speak beyond their time is simply to recognise the sad fact that history repeats itself. Phil Ochs' marvellous song "Celia" could be placed in the same restricted league of contemporary reporting but that would completely miss the transcendent qualities of what is the celebration of a love that political circumstance forbids. Indeed, "Celia" from the All the News That's Fit to Sing album, is a very moving song about Celia Pomeroy, the wife of the great critic of colonialism in the Philippines, the When the wind from the island is rollin' through the trees
When a kiss from a prison cell is carried in the breeze
That's when I wonder how sad a man can be Oh, when will my Celia come to me?
To reduce this song to one of its moment only is to ignore its profound transcendent qualities. To be sure, Van Ronk is right that such a song and the one about William Worthy are not played today but that is more a commentary upon the culture industry and its shaping of preferences than it is upon the songs themselves.
A documentary on Greenwich Village that is, in the main, both good and affectionate, includes in its narration the following observation about Ochs after the opening verse of "I Ain't Marching Anymore" has been played:
Phil's songs were journalistic, restricted to a specific subject or event. To write topical songs is risky because as time passes the songs lose their relevance. The have a built-in expiration date but that doesn't lessen the validity of a well-written song -it serves its purpose within its limited shelf-life. Phil was good at what he did. 12 The analysis, if we dare use that label, is based on a complete misunderstanding of what Ochs was doing and an ignorance of his oeuvre. He wrote more than topical songs but even those that could be labeled, in some way, journalistic have a personal quality that radiates through the immediate subject of the lyrics. The personal side of Ochs was to come out brilliantly in songs like "Changes" Vietnam was not referred to directly in "I Ain't Marching Any More" precisely because it did not need to be. It was the point of the song. He wrote a few fine songs specifically about Vietnam, including "Talking Vietnam" (All the News That's Fit to Sing 1964) but perhaps none better (although it was not
